The political situation in Germany at the time and the threat of war forced the Wissbrun family, like many others, to make a difficult decision. In 1939, they left their home town of Bielefeld to make a new start i n the United States.
The Vital Spark
The hardly nine year old Kurt did not find integration difficult. He rapidly made friends and, within a short time, spoke English fluently. During a chemistry les son, one of his teachers must have ignited the vital spark since, straight after leaving school, he applied himself single-mindedly to studying chemistry. He moved from the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia to Yale University where he obtained his Ph. D. in physical chemistry with a dissertation on the electrochemistry of polymers. A further two years were spent gathering experience in photochemistry at the University of Rochester. Subsequently, Wissbrun was motivated to try fresh fields and to find practical applications for his theoretical knowledge. Without the slightest hesitation he cut short an outstanding univer sity career and commenced work at Celanese Corp. (subsequently Hoechst Celanese) in New Jersey, a well-known manufacturer of synthetic fibres and plastics.
It was a wise decision for which he never had cause to regret during the 32 years he worked for the com pany.
His career was mapped out: he rose from research chemist to department head and, finally in 1972, to Senior Research Associate until his retirement in 1990. He did not completely cease his university activities. From 1974 to the present day, he has lectu red on chemistry as Adjunct Professor at the Univer sity of Delaware.
Sleeves rolled up
The start at Celanese was a major factor in the direc tion Wissbrun's career took. Up till then he had only had perfunctory contact with rheological questions but he now rolled up his sleeves and applied himself with vigour to the new tasks. For his first major project, he was instructed to develop a formulation for easily pro- He can also take the credit for a substitute for asbe stos in non-dripping flame-retardant polyester moul ding resins, a new blend for high density polyethylene resins based the Phillips catalyst system, a process for producing hard-elastic films as precursors for microporous membranes and many more.
He has devoted himself for almost ten years to a parti cular subject: liquid crystal polymers. He almost goes into raptures when he tells of his research in !his field.
He was one of the first to recognise the unusual rheo logical properties of these crystals such as maximum transition flow, creep strain, anisotropic mechanical properties,etc. His observations aroused worldwide attention in scientific circles. The numerous publi cations provided the foundation stone for further research.
Today, Wissbrun can look back with pride. The results of his research are recorded in more than 50 papers, twelve patents have been granted to him, several generations of students have attended his courses at 15 universities. His diverse honourary activities should also not be forgotten. Naturally, he didn't sit back and take it easy after his retirement. He is much in demand as an expert and thus travels continuously.
In February 1993, he was awarded the Bingham medal in Santa Barbara (see Rheology 93, No. 1, p. 58) in recognition of his services within the Society of Rheo logy. But this is certainly not the end of his activities in and for rheology. He will continue to write, teach, keep fit by playing golf and relax to the sound of Italian opera. !lii! Rh
